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Summer Reading
May 14, 2018
Reading Outside the Lines
Saturday was graduation at Harding School of Theology. It is one of my favorite
days because I love hearing people reflect right in the middle of their feeling of
accomplishment. You can see the sense of pride (and relief) in their eyes.
Perhaps because I'm a librarian, graduates will often say something about how
eager they are to start reading the books they really want to read and not what
is assigned. It is a feeling known to students in every program. Many times I
can't resist the urge to give unsolicited advice: I suggest that they should also
read novels and non-theological books. I know--just as they tell someone how
eager they are to get to pick what they read they have to endure me telling them
what to read. So, maybe not the best sense of timing.
But I would like to suggest that many of the most helpful books a Christian
leader will read may not be of the sort required in seminary. And when I say
this, I don't mean to demean the the books found on academic syllabi. I
wouldn't do what I do if I didn't love and appreciate theological literature. But
reading a little outside of our field often provides an impact more intense than
reading things that are more familiar.
Since we are approaching summer, I'll compare it to a vacation. Suppose you
have two weeks of vacation. One week you decide to visit a European city for the
first time. The other week you visit your childhood hometown. Both experiences
will probably be wonderful. And something enlightening might happen during
both weeks. That said, you will probably remember a lot more from the
European week. It was all new. It was filled with schedules, trains, stone-paved
streets, exotic food halls, hotels, museums, and castles. Perhaps 95% of your
day was something you had not previously experienced. Meanwhile, when you
visit your hometown you certainly appreciate it each time, too. But the
appreciation is different. It is like walking through your own memoir. It helps
you understand why you talk, think, eat, and vote the way you do. That said,
you probably won't remember much. The days blend together, likely because so
much was stuff you had seen and done before. You walked through the same
park, drove past the same buildings, and ate at your favorite hot dog joint. It
was great. It wasn't new.
This might be how books work. Our favorites, like our hometowns, might
resonate most closely with us because they speak our language, share our
beliefs, discuss our favorite topics, and identify with our politics. But we might
actually get more out of the books that are a little peripheral to us. I often refer
ministers to Michael Kimmel's Guyland, Sebastian Junger's Tribe, or JD
Vance's Hillbilly Elegy-- none of which are theological, but all are incredibly
useful for understanding people. As a parent, I've leaned on Andy Crouch's
Tech-Wise Family and Angela Duckworth's Grit. I love N.T. Wright, but I admit
that I talk more about Malcolm Gladwell, since Wright does so much that I
picked up in graduate school (or even Sunday school). And while I've been told
by academics that I'm supposed to appreciate Umberto Eco's critical
contributions to intellectual life, I'll happily admit that the only thing I've read
of his was The Name of the Rose, which was popularized as a movie with Sean
Connery and Christian Slater. 
So, today I want to spend some time recommending books. And I want to
recommend a lot of the ones that might not be on your bookshelf right now.
Some are written by theologians, but most are not. But each have their
place. This might be a little more like a week in Europe than a week in your
hometown.
 
A Time for Everything
Do you need the perfect book for the perfect moment? Here are some of my
ideas that might fit the exact place you find yourself.
"I just got in an argument on Facebook. Help!"
Jonathan Haidt, The Righteous Mind: Why Good People are Divided by
Politics and Religion
"We've been married 8 years but I'm not really sure I understand my
partner."
Ian Morgan Cron and Suzanne Stabile, The Road Back to You
"I always feel behind. I have a hard time keeping up."
Thomas Friedman, Thank You for Being Late
"I'm liberal. Give me a book that tries to convince me of the power of
individual choice."
Theodore Dalrymple, Life at the Bottom
"I'm conservative. Give me a book that tries to convince me of the
power of systemic oppression"
Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow
"I love memoirs. Sad stuff is fine."
Loung Ung, First They Killed My Father
Daniel Coyle, The Culture Code
Malcolm Gladwell for Preachers
Recommendations from
Some Friends
Jamie Williams
Master of Divinity Student
Harding School of Theology
Darkly funny in her delivery, Caitlin
Doughty with stories, both touching
and gruesome, delivers a grave
perspective on our culture’s failure to
face death through its banishment of
the dead. Her behind-the-shroud
anecdotes not only serve to satisfy
our morbid curiosity about what goes
on behind mortuary doors, they
illustrate how, regardless of what we
believe about dying, what remains
are bodies—and how we handle our
dead changes how we handle loss
and the fear of dying. 
George Welty
Family Minister
St. John's Episcopal, Memphis
There are some who have called Ed
Friedman the second most important
Rabbi in the history of the church
(behind Jesus, of course). I don’t
know if that’s true, but his books
have played an important role in my
own ministry. Edwin Friedman was
not just a Rabbi, but also a clinical
therapist, and a leadership coach.
Following in the tradition or Murray
Bowen, Friedman applied Family
Systems thinking to churches,
synagogues, and organizations.
Failure of Nerve: Leadership in the
Age of the Quick Fix is my favorite of
his books. Though still incomplete at
the time of his death in 1996, his
students and family finished the
book using notes and videos he had
left. Failure of Nerve is a master
class on leadership. More than
twenty years after his untimely
death, his analysis of our chronically
anxious culture and his insight into
how to be a non-anxious presence in
the midst of that anxiety seems even
more relevant now than then.  It has
imbued me with skills and a
vernacular to manage my own
anxiety and taught me that there is
no way to fix or change a broken
system. All you can do is change
yourself while staying connected to
the system. For ministers, it might be
better to say it this way:  you can’t fix
or change your church. All you can
do is change yourself while staying
emotionally connected to your
church. I wish I had access to this
way of thinking earlier in my career.
Happy reading!
Greg McKinzie
PhD Candidate
Fuller Seminary
I confess that I read Reading for the
Common Good quickly, by myself—
which does not reflect my high
opinion of C. Christopher Smith’s
argument that churches should read
slowly, together, as a vital practice of
Christian community. If you’re like
me, you’ve been a part of church
discussions in which no one did the
assigned reading. And to be honest,
that negligence often seems to make
no difference. What I find hopeful
about this volume is not that it is
sure to make indifferent readers into
diligent ones but that it casts a
compelling vision of the difference
reading together could make—for the
local church, its neighborhood, and
the community beyond. And if
reading together a book about
reading together is a little meta, it’s
still a good place to start.
Lisa Fuller
Assistant Professor & Librarian
Harding University
Girl, Wash Your Face by Rachel
Hollis was my surprise favorite read
of recent weeks. Recommended by a
friend, I was initially intrigued by the
author’s premise: her book would
not be a typical self-help book
discussing strengths. Rather, the
author would share her biggest
failures with her readers. Hollis is an
event planner and owner of The Chic
Site, a lifestyle website she started
after catching a Thanksgiving turkey
on fire and realized that most people
could not be Martha Stewart. What
The Chic Site is to lifestyle tips, Girl,
Wash Your Face is to self-help
books. It is witty, irreverent, and
vulnerable. Hollis discusses her own
struggles with self-image and
boundaries, including the choices
she made in dating relationships and
a time as a new mom when alcohol
seemed easier than prayer. This is
not a shallow book; the topics
discussed are deep and Hollis’
openness creates connection
between the author and reader. She
seamlessly weaves her faith into her
story, creating a beautiful image of a
life infused with passion, faith, and
focus.
Rusty Woods
Teacher
Harding Academy--Memphis
Robert Cialdini wrote Influence, a
seminal work on persuasion, and
now offers Pre-Suasion, his first new
work in three decades. He discusses
how we frame ideas and the
persuasive effect which grows out of
those frames. Pre-suasion offers a
sharpening tool for anyone who
wants to cut more quickly toward the
task of influence and persuasion.
A Few More Footnotes.
1. Favorite books of high-achievers.
2. Andy Stanley's controversial comments on Christians and the Old
Testament.
3. The Read to Lead podcast is a great way to discover helpful books.
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